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in Richmond, from housing policies promoting extreme 
concentrations of poverty to segregated schools.  Work 
by respected local scholars and researchers informed the 
historical section of the final report, released in January 
2013 just as Mayor Jones started his second term. That 
analysis found that Richmond’s high poverty rate—and 
the region’s stature as one of the weakest in the nation in 
promoting upward social mobility—rested on seven key 
historical factors:
• The general rising tide of economic inequality in the 
U.S. since the 1970s. Richmond showed a large drop 
in the poverty rate, especially for African-Americans, 
between the late 1950s and 1970s, mirroring similar 
national trends over the same period. Since then, as 
nationally, progress stopped and eventually went into 
reverse.
• The decline of manufacturing jobs and economic 
fortunes of blue-collar workers, especially men with 
a high school degree or less.
• Housing segregation by race and class, fueled by 
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In the national—and until recently, the local—
imagination, Richmond, Virginia’s primary cultural 
and political identity has been that of bastion of the Old 
South: a major slave trading center prior to the Civil 
War, capital of the Confederacy during the War itself, a 
major site of Jim Crow retrenchment from the short-lived 
political incorporation of African-Americans during 
the Reconstruction era, intellectual home of Massive 
Resistance to school desegregation in the 1950s, and 
a textbook case of white flight and profound structural 
city-suburban inequalities in the 1970s and beyond. But 
in the past decade, Richmond has become a key locale 
in national politics: a strong base of bedrock support for 
Barack Obama in both 2008 and 2012 that played an 
indispensable role in allowing Obama to carry Virginia in 
both elections through massive voter turnout; and most 
recently having under Mayor Dwight C. Jones launched 
a comprehensive poverty reduction initiative, including 
the creation of the Mayor’s Office of Community Wealth 
Building, the first of its kind in the U.S.
This initiative is at the same time both intimately 
connected to Richmond’s history and a bold attempt to 
move beyond it, without ducking the difficulties in doing 
so. In 2011 Mayor Jones established the Mayor’s Anti-
Poverty Commission with the charge of identifying root 
causes of the entrenched high poverty rate in the City, then 
measured at 25%. Both the top City officials involved in 
organizing the Commission and Commission members 
themselves interpreted this charge as an opportunity to 
identify the fundamental structural issues driving poverty 
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• Expanding the City’s newly created workforce 
development center in order to train and support 
residents seeking full-time employment at living-
wage jobs;
• Economic development initiatives targeted towards 
creating quality job opportunities for adults with a 
high school diploma or less;
• Building a regional bus rapid transit system to connect 
City residents to suburban job opportunities (the 
Richmond region was ranked in the bottom 10 among 
the nation’s 100 largest metro areas in a Brookings 
study of job accessibility by transit);
• Pursuing dramatic improvements in the City’s 
school system and educational outcomes, from 
early childhood investments to expansion of career 
readiness and college access; and
• “Achieving the redevelopment of much of the 
city‘s public housing stock without involuntarily 
displacing residents, with the aim of weakening the 
concentration of poverty and improving the physical 
and social environment of public housing residents.” 
(Mayor’s Anti-Poverty Commission)
From a national point of view, none of these 
recommendations are particularly controversial. Even 
so, within the context of Richmond, this agenda has been 
perceived as bold and far-reaching. Most importantly, both 
the Anti-Poverty Commission Report and its key policy 
recommendations place increasing quality employment 
squarely at the center of the poverty reduction agenda, 
identifying unemployment and underemployment (and 
not, say, a culture of poverty) as the fundamental causal 
factor driving high local poverty rates.
While the recommendations are not particularly 
innovative, the implementation strategies need to be. 
Answer this puzzle: how can a financially stressed city, 
albeit one that has been on a slow growth trajectory over 
the past ten years, possibly find the resources to wage a 
local war on poverty? 
The answer to that question is still a work in progress. 
But this first step has been taken through initial outlays 
of $3.4 million in Fiscal Year 2015 and an anticipated 
$3.6 million in FY 2016,  spread across five policy areas 
(corresponding to the major recommendations of the 
report). A key component of this funding is the Office 
of Community Wealth Building, which is charged with 
coordinating implementation, planning the initiative’s 
ongoing development, acting as hub and catalyst for new 
initiatives, and acting as a locus of accountability to the 
public. After publication of the Report, Mayor Jones 
established the Maggie L. Walker Initiative for Expanding 
Opportunity and Fighting Poverty, which was given the 
charge of identifying specific action steps to advance the 
broad policy goals articulated in the commission report. 
During a six-month planning process, about 75 residents 
were involved in designing a detailed implementation 
strategy, which settled on these goals:
numerous factors including the destruction of thriving 
African-American neighborhoods by highway 
construction in the 1950s and then again in the 1970s; 
the deliberate concentration of thousands of units 
of public housing in an economically and socially 
isolated corner in the East End of the City; the lack 
of effective regional affordable housing policies 
or meaningful suburban participation in providing 
subsidized housing for the very poor.
• Educational segregation, fueled by the fact that each 
jurisdiction in the region operates its own school 
system. After the introduction of busing to give 
desegregation real teeth in the early 1970s, white 
and the middle-class African-American families with 
school-age children began leaving the City in droves. 
Today, just 10% of Richmond Public School students 
are white; over 75% qualify for subsidized lunch; 
graduation rates are the lowest of any division in the 
state; just 45% of the students starting 9th grade in 
Richmond in fall 2010 went on to attend a two or four-
year college in fall 2014, compared to 7 in 10 students 
statewide; and the school buildings themselves are 
estimated to have hundreds of millions of dollars of 
deferred maintenance needs.
• The fact that Richmond is a regional metropolitan 
economy that has failed to develop a regional 
transportation system. In 1979, the majority of jobs 
in the regional economy were located in the City 
of Richmond. Now the majority are in the suburbs; 
city employment has actually declined markedly at 
the same time the regional economy has boomed; 
about 40% of employed City residents now work in 
suburban jurisdisctions; yet there is virtually no mass 
transit in the region extend beyond the 62.5 square 
miles of the City, primarily due to suburban opposition 
to the development of regional transportation.
• The Virginia Rules of local government structure: 
Cities and counties are completely separate; since the 
1970s expansion of cities via annexation has been 
blocked; under the Dillon Rule the ability of localities 
to innovate is severely limited, as municipalities lack 
powers not specifically granted by the state in the city 
charter. 
• Finally, as elsewhere in urban America, generations of 
concentrated urban poverty and the decline of viable 
economic pathways for young men, combined with 
cultural changes and the massive incarceration crisis, 
have weakened family ties, particularly between 
young men and their children, often exacerbating the 
stress experienced by low-income children in their 
youngest years.
Each of these factors merit, and in many cases has 
already received, full-blown scholarly treatment. The 
real question is what can be done to address these causes. 
The Anti-Poverty Commission identified five top policy 
priorities:
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connect students to post-secondary opportunities; and
• Institutionally, the creation of a coordinating Office, 
and concomitantly creation of a permanent City 
Board, the Maggie L. Walker Citizens Advisory 
Board, consisting of at least one-half residents living 
in high poverty neighborhoods, to receive regular 
updates from the City on this agenda’s progress, 
provide feedback, and issue periodic evaluations of 
this work’s progress. 
Each one of these initiatives is a significant 
undertaking. For any one of the five biggest projects—
workforce development, social enterprise development, 
public housing redevelopment, a Promise Scholarship 
initiative, the regional transportation initiative—to come 
to full fruition would be a major accomplishment, taken 
alone.  So, too, is institutionalizing effective participation 
by low-income residents in this process. To pursue all these 
projects at the same time is, to say the least, ambitious; 
yet each piece is essential to the overall goal. Oddly, 
tackling all these elements at the same time has given the 
effort some credibility and buzz in a City generally given 
to skepticism about the capacity of local government to 
act effectively on core problems.
Mayor Jones’s aim is to show enough progress and 
success in the remainder of his term to embed this agenda 
as a core goal of City government, no matter who the next 
mayor is (Jones is limited to two terms, and will leave 
office on December 31, 2016). Some short-term targets 
will have to be hit, and inevitably there is a tension between 
needing to make both a deep impact—interventions that 
actually have a lasting impact on the economic situation 
of households—and a wide impact—being able to show 
the program is making some tangible dent in the larger 
statistical reality.
Even so, no one seriously thinks $3-4 million or so 
a year, taken alone, will be enough to impact a poverty 
rate of 26% in a city of 214,000 residents. How can the 
resources be assembled to pay for ongoing implementation 
over the long term?
Step one is simply having the City show its 
commitment by developing an effective institutional 
vehicle to coordinate action across City departments 
and between the City and major partners such as the 
housing authority, school system, transit system, and 
local nonprofits and philanthropic foundations, and to 
articulate a coherent strategy for community-wide poverty 
reduction.  
Step two, when it comes, will consist of leveraging 
this local commitment in order to attract much larger levels 
of investment from state, national, and philanthropic 
support. In the case of public transportation, Richmond 
already has had one spectacular success: The City’s initial 
investment of $200,000 as a required local match for a 
$4 million preliminary engineering study for the Broad 
Street Bus Rapid Transit project helped Richmond secure 
a $24.9 million TIGER grant from the United States 
• Expanding the City’s workforce center (the Center for 
Workforce Innovation) building on its methodology 
of connecting residents to opportunities for living-
wage employment, then providing not only training 
but direct connections to employers committed to 
hiring participants, in two directions: to be able 
to serve more people per year (eventual goal of 
1,000  persons a year), and to develop a model of 
comprehensive wrap-around service support for 
participants at the household level, so as to meet child 
care, housing, transportation, youth development and 
senior care needs of participants, thereby maximizing 
the likelihood of sustained transition into full-time 
employment;
• Expanded resources for economic development 
strategies (i.e. business recruitment) targeted to 
either meeting dire consumer needs of high-poverty 
neighborhoods (i.e. retail and groceries) and/or 
maximizing employment opportunities for City 
residents with a high school diploma or less;
• Developing a network of Social Enterprises 
deliberately designed to increase employment 
and ownership opportunities in high-poverty 
neighborhoods;
• Taking the first step towards building a regional transit 
system by constructing a Bus Rapid Transit system 
within the City, with the long-term aim of expanding 
the system into the surrounding counties;
• Pursuing redevelopment of a 504-unit aging public 
housing development in the City’s East End with a 
firm commitment to one-for-one replacement of units 
accessible to households with very low incomes. 
The entire redevelopment project when complete 
will include approximately 1300 units of new 
housing. The explicit goal is to create mixed-income 
communities while assuring current residents have 
access to workforce development and other economic 
opportunities throughout the transition process;
• Creation of a bridging organization focused on Early 
Childhood education comprehensively from prenatal 
to Kindergarten, encompassing the school system, 
City social service providers, and nonprofit providers 
to develop an integrated strategy for meeting gaps 
and raising quality of home visitation, child care 
facilities, and pre-K classrooms;
• City participation in a public-private partnership 
aimed at bringing high-quality out-of-school time 
programming to students, ultimately, at each of the 
city’s struggling middle schools;
• Creation of a “Promise Scholarship” program 
(modeled on the Kalamazoo Promise and over 20 
related efforts) to provide privately-funded guaranteed 
college or technical school scholarships to all 
graduates of Richmond Public Schools. This program 
will launch in fall 2015 under the name RVA Future, 
and will begin by establishing a network of “future 
centers” in the city’s comprehensive high schools to 
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into concrete policy and fiscal commitments. The 
participation of academics in this process has provided 
guiding data, historical context, and analysis, and also lent 
credibility to the enterprise and helped build connection 
between City government and other actors across the 
institutional spectrum. 
For decades, Richmond has been derided—not 
so much by outsiders but by its own residents—as a 
place resistant to change, a “hotbed of social rest,” and 
perhaps as one of the last places one would look for an 
ambitious, progressive initiative. Many challenges to the 
implementation of the Maggie L. Walker Initiative still 
remain, not least the challenge of obtaining sufficient 
resources from all sources. But at least for the moment, 
local political resistance is not one of the major obstacles: 
the program described here and championed by Mayor 
Jones has enjoyed the support of City Council and 
residents, many of whom are anxious to see demonstrable 
results from this effort.
It will take at least two more years—until 2017—
before many critical questions about Richmond’s effort 
can be answered. Even so, our efforts in Richmond may 
provide some useful lessons for planners and policymakers 
interested in tackling economic exclusion and disparities 
in their own communities.
• First, be bold. No one is going to get excited about 
a band-aid solution that does not name and tackle 
the fundamental structural processes that perpetuate 
poverty.
• Second, be honest about the past, however painful. 
The Anti-Poverty Commission in Richmond stressed 
the importance of historical perspective in explaining 
the present concentration of poverty. By doing so, 
it allowed residents to recognize that the unpleasant 
residue of the era of segregationist white supremacy 
continues to impact life outcomes for thousands of 
largely African-American low-income City residents.
• Third, embrace complexity. The Anti-Poverty 
Commission could easily have been derailed by 
fixating on internal arguments about the relative 
importance of different causes of poverty. Instead 
of engaging in fruitless arguments about the relative 
priority of say employment vis-à-vis education, we 
have stressed a holistic picture in which education, 
employment, and housing are inextricably intertwined. 
Likewise, rather than duck challenging discussions 
about the role of family structure in exacerbating 
poverty, we have acknowledged such issues directly 
and in the process built wider coalitions of support for 
our approach.
• Fourth, include people in the planning process. The 
Anti-Poverty Commission benefitted from bringing 
in voices from outside City government who could 
bring a larger-scale vision to the topic of poverty 
alleviation; the Maggie L. Walker Initiative, in 
crafting implementation steps, then brought these 
Department of Transportation, announced in September 
2014, for construction of the 7.6 mile long project. (The 
City will contribute about $7.6 million in capital costs, 
with the Commonwealth of Virginia contributing about 
$17 million.) 
Importantly, though, the overall strategy is not 
wholly dependent on attaining external resources, 
desirable as this would be. Step three—pursued at the 
same time as step two—involves pursuing an “anchor 
strategy” for economic development that leverages 
the purchasing power and institutional muscle of the 
City’s downtown universities and hospital, as well as 
the City’s own purchasing power, to nurture a sector of 
neighborhood-based social enterprises. The approach is 
based on the “Cleveland Model” of community economic 
development exemplified by the Evergreen Cooperative 
Fund, albeit with a Richmond twist.
What is important for this particular conversation 
is that we have found in Richmond that this strategy—
leveraging institutional anchors to fund new local 
enterprises, some of which will likely involve a form 
of cooperative ownership—is not perceived as too bold 
or far-fetched. In fact, it is this element of the strategy 
that has most excited Richmond residents in low-income 
neighborhoods. The term “wealth building” resonates 
powerfully, as it signals that the goal is not just increased 
employment, but also expanded ownership and the 
expansion of neighborhood assets. The strategy also 
accounts for the reality that while people are mobile, 
neighborhoods are not, and that in the long term, from the 
standpoint of the City as a whole, it is the neighborhoods 
that endure. A poverty initiative oriented towards 
facilitating upward mobility via geographic mobility alone 
will not improve the core neighborhood environments or 
reduce the city’s poverty rate. People and place-based 
strategies must go hand in hand. 
Politically, the strategy is also seen as more realistic 
than hoping for major new programs from the state or 
federal level, or significant help from the neighboring, 
more affluent counties. It is far more likely that 
Virginia Commonwealth University and local hospital 
systems would become long-term partners in an effort 
to generate more job and entrepreneurial opportunities 
in the immediate surrounding neighborhoods of their 
institutions.
Time, experience, and distance will be needed to 
fully evaluate these efforts, but if it’s possible to create a 
comprehensive poverty reduction agenda of this ambition 
in a place like Richmond, it’s probably also possible in 
many other places too.  We have been able to make some 
things happen in Richmond partly because of an alignment 
of political actors with shared goals, but also because of 
energetic and commitment leadership from “above” and 
“below”—a Mayor who has staked his legacy on trying 
to tackle this agenda, and the Commission members and 
community leaders who committed themselves to being 
sure the Report did not sit on the shelf but got translated 
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outside voices together in fruitful conversation and 
deliberation with key City officials to help assure 
proposed policy steps were actionable and realistic. 
Equally important, the creation of the Maggie L. 
Walker Citizens Advisory Board, giving low-income 
residents a strong voice in the process, both improved 
the overall set of proposals and bolstered the credibility 
of the initiative. It also created a community of 
accountability to assure that policymakers never lose 
sight of the urgency of redressing poverty, nor settle 
for the tempting habit to make excuses for continued 
inaction.
• Fifth, be persistent. It has taken time and commitment 
by many people to bring the Maggie L. Walker 
Initiative to life. The combination of strong political 
support from the top and persistent pushing from 
involved residents has helped make things possible 
in Richmond that many skeptics felt would never 
happen. This process is not easy, and it’s not 
supposed to be. Sustained, determined efforts in the 
face of obstacles, problems and setbacks can lead to 
meaningful community change. In fact, there is no 
other way.
